The Harvard community has made this article openly available. Please share how this access benefits you. Your story matters Just one aspect of this far-reaching issue shall be studied here in some detail, that is, the various forms of the more important Vedic rituals carried out until today: the daily Agnihotra and the rituals connected with it, such as the fortnightly New and Full Moon sacrifice (dārśapaurṇamāsa) and some related seasonal rituals.
Private property, Patan; Thyāsaphu, 121 fol., undated; the MSS now in use are kept in the temple, they are already written in Devanāgarī. 23 <The Kathmandu Valley, unified under Jayasthiti Malla at the end of the 14 th century, was again divided into two, then three kingdoms under his descendants: Bhaktapur, Kathmandu and Patan; the latter was established around 1620, see Burleigh 1976> . 24 Composed at the beginning of the 19 th century, see transl. by Hasrat 1970: 47, 25 Cf. M.A.J.E. Kiauta 1977. 26 Compare this with the results of R. Herdick, 1986: § 6: "The region around Kirtipur could have functioned, to some extent, as a 'cultic core area' of the Kathmandu Valley." See Herdick 1986, § 3.1.1 -3.1.4. 27 See Herdick, 1986: § 6. Transfer of cult objects to the north and west of the Valley; here, it certainly is one to the east. 28 It is in this area that Kirtipur people think is the origin of the Agini Math (= Agnisālā), see Herdick 1986: § 3.1.2. the current Varuṇa ( + varaṇa) tree, 29 the Varuṇa-nāga, in the courtyard of the Agniśālā. The Mitrāvaruṇa figure used in the ritual is made from its wood (see below). At that time, the Nakhu river is supposed to have flowed into the Bāgmatī at the place where the Agniśālā is located today.
Certainly various motifs are combined here, for example that of King Maṇicūḍa of Sāketa, who is said to have given his name to many places in the valley (Hasrat, History, p. 12). The Maṇināga legend is discussed below ( § 2.10).
What is surprising in the study of the sources regarding the traditional Agnihotra of Patan is the increasing 'Newarization' of the texts during the last few centuries. The MS of 1433 CE is still completely written in Sanskrit, that of 1601 CE already with Newari insertions; today's MSS have, by and large, Newari 'stage directions' for the individual rituals. Other local influences will be discussed below.
1.5. Besides the Agnihotra of the Rājopādhyāyas of Patan, three others still exist, two of which are recent revivals by individuals, those of Nārāyaṇa Prasād (a Pūrbe) at Kumārīgal (south of Bodhnāth), Tīrtha Rāj Ācārya (a Pūrbe) at Thamel (north of the center of Kathmandu). Both have taken up the Vedic ritual on their own accord 30 and both closely follow the Vedic rules of the Kātyāyana Śrautasūtra, although Nārāyaṇ Prasād is said to have visited the Patan Agnihotra as an 'apprentice '. He is also said to have published, with many errors, an Agnisthāpanavidhi. The expenses for his ritual were paid by King Mahendra.
These two revivalist Vedic rituals will not be discussed here any further. Instead, another traditionally performed Agnihotra, that of a Pūrbe Brahmin who lives at the southern edge of the Paśupatināth temple (opposite the newly built pilgrims' rest house of the government). His house has an annex for the sacred fires. His family has been performing the ritual for some 200 years on behalf of the current 31 dynasty: for this, he receives (1974) the sum of Rupees 18,000 per year, 32 meant for the purchase of wood for the sacred fire, etc.
In India, of course, the Agnihotra is still performed, though not all who call themselves Agnihotri are priests. In many cases the term has become a family name (like Dixit, Vājapeyī/Bajpai, Chaube, Tripathi). These priests cannot be located easily; we always must find out on the spot whether or not there are Agnihotrins. A clue can be, e.g., Kashikar's and Parpola's list of Śrauta rituals of officiating Brahmins 33 (in: Staal, Agni, 1983). This cannot be discussed here, though a comparison would probably be useful when carried out after the investigation of the Nepalese Agnihotra. Not to be confused with the Agnihotra ritual is the morning and evening homa (sāyamprātar-homa) that is not based on Śrauta ritual; an example is that of the Kashmiri Brahmins 34 that rests partially on the ritual of the Vedic Kaṭha school, but on the other hand also has been influenced by Śaiva Tantra. This ritual will be adduced later to explain the Agnihotra of Patan. Lastly, the very similar Buddhist homa rituals of the Kathmandu Valley should be pointed out. 35 2. The course of the ritual 2.1. The layout of the offering ground basically is the same in all cases: it concerns the famous 3 Vedic fires: Gārhapatya, Āhavanīya and Dakṣiṇāgni in the west, east and south of the offering ground. Already in the Agnihotra MS of 1433 CE these fires are called: Brahma -Viṣṇu, -and Rudra-Kuṇḍa, after the Hindu Trimūrti. In between the 3 fires there is a dug out, the Vedi, which according to the texts is supposed to have the shape of a woman, 'broad at the shoulders and hips, narrower in the middle. In the Agniśālā of Patan it is missing, but at the New and Full Moon sacrifices grains are strewn out in oval-shape as Vedi / Samudra. -Then, there are the two fires the Sabhya ('hall fire') and the Āvasathya ('guest house fire'), whose use was already controversial in the Vedic texts. 36 Particularly striking is just the consistent use of the jñānakhaḍga, the sword of knowledge,' by Agnihotri of Patan; he constantly keeps this pointed piece of wood in his hand, or at least in his clothes. -The Agnihotri of Paśupati seems to own something similar, however, in a much bigger format. It probably is the sphya that appears next to the jñānakhaḍga also the New / Full Moon sacrifice in Patan. The number of priests and other participants is congruent as well (however, again not the exterior, such as their clothes).
The 'sacrificer' (yajamāna)
37 and his wife can attend the actual Agnihotra, but they let the rite carried out by a priest. This is certainluy necessary in the Veda, when it concernsas in this present case -a Kṣatriya, the king. The sacrificer, however, can also perform the Agnihotra himself if he is a Brahmin. Now, in Patan and Paśupatināth the king is the actual sacrificer, i.e., that the one who ultimately pays -but he does not appear: the Agnihotri himself is the yajamāna carries out the the ritual for his on benefit and that of the king and the country.
There also are variations in the design of the four Agnihotras regarding the status of the wife of the sacrificer: at Paśupatināth I have never seen her participate; at Thamel, this is done as prescribed in the Vedas; but at Patan she is very active, and for various reasons : on the one hand, she actually must actively assist her husband in the preparation and execution of hundreds of small ritual actions (which is not as necessary with the other Agnihotris, because with them the rite is less complicated; this Vedic ritual has "only" about 100 individual actions); on the other hand, she at Patan she also has true priestly functions, to which we will return (see §3.3). In their clothes, the Brahmins differ in so far as the Newar Agnihotri, though he puts on the traditional North Indian attire (dhoti, caubandhi) for the ritual just like the others, --this is, however, sometimes colored red (e.g. at the pratipadā); otherwise white prevails. On the other hand, knowledge of the ritual can at best be acquired by participating in the bi-weekly Dārśapaurṇamāsa rituals: four additional priests must attend (but they almost never appear more so that the Agnihotri and his wife have carry out the duties of all 6 priests simultaneously). The last Agnihotri who died about three years ago <1982> therefore maintained that his real teacher (guru) was the ritual manual, and for that reason he did not allow its filming, as kind as otherwise usually was. He was Agnihotri from 1974 to 1980; his successor, by now no longer the eldest but only the 2 nd or 3 rd in age ranking, could only be persuaded after a 1 or 2 year break to accept this vocation that is paired with many exertions.
Unlike for the other Agnihotrins very serious observances are imposed on the Patan: he may no longer cross rivers -because he is identical with Agni, the fire god (incidentally, an already Vedic observance for certain consecrated persons -though then only for periods of time); thus, he is limited for the rest of his life to Patan (and its southern outskirts, up to the rim of the valley): in the north, east and west large and small rivers limit the town's area. Furthermore, he must fast much, cannot eat meat or eggs, and must be sexually celibate.
The late, penultimate Agnihotrin who died in 1974, is said to have been quickly harmed in his health after taking up the office, whereas he had previously walked every day for many kilometers (from Patan to Gokarna.) His successor, however, became 92 years old. -The time of the ritual at Paśupati and Patan also differ.
2.5. The Vedic ritual is to take place at the time of sunrise or sunset; the Brāhmaṇa texts are full of discussions about the right point of time: before, during or after sunrise. This rule is usually followed by the Agnihotri of Paśupati, but not that of Patan: the morning Agnihotra takes place sometime in the morning, usually around 10 a.m., but definitely not at sunrise; the evening ritual is very shortened.
The reason for this discrepancy in all likelihood is the current position of the Agnihotra of Patan. It is not a private rite, but widely accessible. About two dozen visitors come not just on their birthdays but even daily. These mostly are women with their pūjā plates and all kinds of gifts. This would hardly be possible at 6 a.m. --The Agnihotrins of Kumārīgal and of Thamel still perform their rituals more or less at the correct time.
Pattern of the ritual
The similarities and differences in the rite are probably best described by a table (see  table) . Clearly, five main parts can be distinguished in the rite: 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Veda
Circumambulation of the fires, vrata-vimokṣaṇa jalakuṇḍa mitrāvaruṇa-pūjā
Paddhati adds: offering into the Āvas. 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Even a very cursory comparison of the Vedic rules --here given according to the
Kātyāyana Śrautasūtra of the White Yajurveda--with the execution of the ritual by the Agnihotri of Paśupatināth allows to recognize that both forms are almost identical. All actions are found that deal with the fire, the actual offering into the fire of milk, melted butter, etc., and finally, the various water libations for the gods, ancestors, 7 Ṛṣi and Agni --all without any changes over the past 2½ -3 millennia. Remembering my first personal impressions, I may say that one cannot deny this ancient ritual an effect emanating from its simple solemnity. It is all the more remarkable that one has followed the prescribed form for so long, as generally the Vedic tradition in Nepal is not as strong and vibrant as in South India. It is particularly noteworthy that the Agnihotri underlined that he had never seen the text of the Kāty.Śr.S. or its commentary, and that, instead, he carried out the ritual just according to family tradition. He referred to the extensive worship of the fires at the end of the ritual, especially that of the Sabhya fire, as a family tradition, as a supplement to the actual offering. He certainly is right as the Agnyupasthāna is indeed expressly allowed as optional in the Veda and described in great detail, while a detailed worship of the 4 th , the Sabhya fire, is not mentioned. It is only in the medieval Paddhati that a sacrifice (homa) to the Āvasathya fire has been appended. That this is indeed a new departure is immediately apparent to the viewer through the rite of yogic prāṇāyāma, the holding of the breath and breathing through the left or right nostril.
Let us now turn -leaving aside the two Vedic revivals of Thamel / Kumārīgal --to the Agnihotra of Patan. Unfortunately, the textual situation is not yet as clear as desirable because the actual text used in the Agnihotra is not yet available.
39 However, we have a full text that deals with all forms of the Agnihotra-related rituals: the Agnihotra-vidhāna of 1433 CE. In this manuscript, first the establishment of the fires, the special yearly devotion (pavamāna, pāvaka, śuci) and then, fol.s 28-84, the New and Full Moon ritual is described in great detail. This fundamentally still follows the Vedic rite, but it already has many later additions (Mitrāvaruṇapūjā!). Some mantras are inserted into these specifications. Therefore, this is an abridged version which relies on the prakṛti of the Dārśapaurṇamāsa that precedes it. Actually, the individual actions largely agree with each other, as a comparison of the columns "Agnihotra (PTN)" and "Dārśapaurṇamāsa (PTN)" shows, --that is, apart from those that are typical for the New and Full Moon sacrifices such as: vedi-saṃskāra (creating the Vedi by drawing furrows, bestrewing, etc.), producing, baking, and distribution of the kapālas, the iḍā butter slices, as well as post-Vedic additions such as bali, stotra, mitrāvaruṇapūjā.
This strange dependence is not found in the Veda, where the Agnihotra and the Dārśapaurṇamāsa are treated as a separate rituals. I in my opinion, this can be explained by the ancient Vedic rule (ĀpŚS 6:15:10 sqq., KS 6.6., MS 1.6.10) that an Agnihotra is not to be offered for a Kṣatriya because he is violent and oppresses Brahmins (KŚS 4:15:16). However, if one wants to offer for a Kṣatriya (such as for the king, KŚS 4.15.16-19), then only for one who performs the Soma ritual and who himself performs the Agnihotra at new and full moon (ĀpŚS 6:15:15). On the other days, the main sacrificial priest (Adhvaryu) is to celebrate, i.e: the king must theoretically take part as the yajamāna on new and full moon days; on the other days only the Adhvaryu needs to be present, as quasi-yajamāna. It may be that the emphasis on the Dārśapaurṇamāsa is based on these rules. Or, according to another provision, the yajamāna (i.e. the Adhvaryu) only offers at new and full moon; in turn, the daily homa secondarily resulted from the Dārsapaurṇamāsa associated with it.
Whatever may be the case, even the replacement of milk offerings by ghee, grains (or: a rice mess, Soma) can already be found in the Veda (ĀpŚS. 6.15.8 ad 6.6.4): one who wants, like a king, 'fiery force' (priestly reputation), destruction of his opponents, fulfillment of every desire, a capable son. In in any case, the form of the offerings (use of grains) indicates that the king is the ritual sponsor.
In any case, the actual execution of the daily Agnihotra corresponds perfectly to the provisions of the MS of 1433 CE, as a comparison of columns "PTN: text + ritual" indicates; obviously, this table has seriously been simplified.
The ritual takes about an hour, but it is often extended a great deal by women who come to offer their pūjā. The ritual thus includes several hundred individual actions that are simply confusing, if observed without an underlying scheme. 42 Not to be confused with the Gṛhya ritual (see above § 1.5 and note 34. The ritual discussed here has clear Śrauta trains; this probably concerns just a medieval confusion of terms, such as: sāyam/prātar-[agnihotra]-homa/ yāga. 43 Not yet clear to me; even the reading is not certain: akṣa/arja/akra-at this and other passages. <Does it stand for ārja-'straight' or rather, for ārya-vaṭa-'honorable tree', i.e. the Mitravaruṇa/varaṇa tree?> 44 Probably to be translated: "nyāsa (projection of the god); carrying apart (i.e. spreading to the other fires) of sthānāgni ('continuation-fire', which should be extinguished = Gārhapatya, cf. Pet. Dict. column 1320, sub d.), or: "fire of the place" = of the Agniśālā); taking up of the observance, as shown previously (namely in the Dārśapaurṇamāsa, etc.; worship the guardians of the world (and?) ... everywhere as before: offering of the fire sticks into the fire; at the Maṇika (altar?); worship the guardians of the world as before, releasing the observance, clockwise circumambulation. 2.9 Even during an initial, superficial consideration of the ritual structure, one's attention is immediately drawn to the introduction of a fixed vrata scheme: the sponsor or the priest have to submit to a particular observance which varies according to the ritual. Its purpose frequently is ritual rebirth: the sponsor must be silent, shave his hair, clench his fists; he receives new clothes that are identified with the amnion; he may only drink milk: these actions reflect the prenatal and early childhood stage. All of this is not as clear 45 in the Vedic Agnihotra, and it originally was not even necessary as it concerned a sun spell. However, followoing the model of other rituals such as the Dārśapaurṇamāsa, Soma, etc., and the Purāṇic-Tantric homa, 46 a clear vrata scheme (better, a dīkṣā) was introduced, which encloses the main part of the ritual. The Agnihotra thus follows the typical Indian system of nesting ritual elements, a scheme also known from literature (Mahābhārata, Kathāsaritsāgara etc.). 47 This procedure cannot be discussed here in detail, however, it is useful to keep it in mind when other parts of the ritual will be taken up.
Another insert clearly is the āvāhana, already mentioned: the summoning of the god Agni, who is identified with the sun: agnir jyotir, jyotir agniḥ svāhā (VS 3.9) "The light is Agni, Agni is the light, svāhā." In other Vedic recensions this is even more obvious: agnir jyotir, jyotiḥ sūryaḥ ... "The light is fire, the sun is the light."
The summoning and the worship of the god is followed by his 'dismissal' (visarjana), the medieval designation derived from a pūjā term. 48 This occurs immediately after the end of the ritual, when the worship of the fires takes place and they have been pushed together by hand, in order to make them last overnight as burning embers, at least in the case of the Gārhapatya. Agni will be "reawakened" in the morning, as the texts state.
Just like with the Agnihotra of Paśupatināth so also at Patan, the worship of the fires is appended to the main ritual. In both cases, this is clearly a post-Vedic development, perhaps due to the separate representation of the Agnyupasthāna in the Sūtras: whatever followed the actual Agnihotra was now also appended in practice. In both forms of the Agnihotra, this devotion has been extended a great deal. In Patan it takes place in front of the Jalakuṇḍa, thus in front of the place of the snakes (jalanāga, Mani(ka)nāgarāja) --this does not concern a fire, after all. 2.10. Now we have arrived at a very interesting point. We know that the snakes, such as their king Karkoṭaka, play a major role in the mythological prehistory of the Kathmandu Valley. Just like Kashmir, the valley is said to have originally been covered by a lake (which is now affirmed by geology). Special worship of snakes therefore expected. They have their own festival in the monsoon, Nāga Pañcamī, which is also carried out at the Agniśālā. Both in the Agnihotra as well as at the Dārśapaurṇamāsa, there is an additional Sarpahoma or Maṇināga(rāja)-kṣīrahoma, an offering to the snake king Maṇināga (often: Manināga, Manika). 49 This occurs precisely at the time of a water libation to the snakes in the Vedic Agnihotra: Āp.ŚS 6.12.4, after eating the remains of the offerings by the yajamāna and after water libations to the deva, pitrṛ, 7 Ṛṣi, agni pṛthivīkṛt, the offerer cleans the sacrificial spoon with water and grass, and then offers in the different directions of the sky with the formulas "for the snakes, you; animate the snakes"; "revive the snakes and ants"; "animate the other creatures than the snakes" ;"revive the serpent deities!" 50 These mantras are not found in KŚS, but with ĀpŚS. and (partially) in HirŚS, MānŚS., ĀśvŚS.
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Interestingly, in this ritual a blending with the operation of other Veda schools has taken place, which raises the question of the compilation of the Yajurvidhāna of 1433 CE.
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In the end, this Vedic detail probably is the origin of the extensive worship of snakes in this ritual. Methodically, this is of great interest. Without the Vedic or the medieval texts we would readily assume that the cult of Maṇināga was a purely local Nepali tradition. We now are no longer allowed assume that; anyhow, we now have to refer to Maṇināga, who is attested earlier in Orissa, where he was venerated by Maitrāyaṇīya-Brahmins. 53 But how was the name Maṇināga(rāja) derived? Maṇināga, in association with Maṇicūḍa, is not an unknown quantity in Nepal. As a later Bodhisattva, he was king of Sāketa (Ayodhya) and according to legend, he wore a jewel (maṇi) on his head. His beneficial actions are reported well in literature. 54 Actually, this concerns two gods, Mitra and Varuṇa, Vedic Mitrāvaruṇā(u). As is well known, only Varuṇa has survived in post-Vedic times, though not as a king of the gods but as the lord of the ocean, a little important position in the pantheon. However, at Patan this divine pair suddenly resurfaces, after 2000 years without any supporting textual evidence. Now, there is many a tradition in India that has existed 'under the surface' for a long time, or that has lived on without textual mentioning or that has deliberately not been mentioned; as such it has developed further, only as to show up in a text rather suddenly. However, in the present case, the reason will be a different one.
In the founding legend of the Agniśālā it is reported that the 'Varuṇa' tree in the courtyard grew from the walking stick of the Agnihotri. The Mitrāvaruṇa figure is made from its wood, and the priest walks, at each Agnihotra, to the varaṇa tree, the Miravaruṇa figure in his hand, and worships the tree with a tilaka.
One may therefore assume that a connection has been made between the varaṇa tree of the first Agnihotri and the ocean god Varuṇa; this is one of quasi-etymological nature, as has been very common ever since the Vedic times. (Note also that many sacrificial implements are to be made from varaṇa wood, Kāty.Śr.S. 1.3.32).
The background is this, among others: the location of the Agniśālā is closely related to water: not only that it was here that earlier on there was the confluence of Nakhu (Prabhāvatī) and Bāgmatī rivers (thus, a Triveṇī, including also the heavenly Sarasvatī, the Milky Way, 61 it also is here that the jalakuṇḍa of the serpent god Maṇināga is found. Therefore even today the ground is particularly humid, one says, and in fact one can clearly see traces of rising groundwater on the fire altars. Once even the Vedi (which is incidentally called samudra) had been flooded; however, this failed to extinguish the Āhavanīya. Everything fits nicely in mythical thought! On the other hand, Indian texts such as the Mahārāṣṭrian fortnightly Pakṣayāga, 62 too, include the worship of Varuṇa. Indeed after the worship of the Mahāvedi and the maṇḍala gods, and after the installation of the kalaśa, Varuṇa is worshipped on the covering plate of his vessel.
Returning to the structure of the ritual, two frames have become clear: -The frame of the actual Agnihotra (vratārambha --> vratamokṣaṇa) -The frame of the main oblations (agny-āvāhana --> visarjana).
Another, all enclosing frame may be seen in the carrying forward (agni-viharaṇa) and in the final pushing together of the wooden sticks and the ashes of the fires; however this is not as pronounced here as in the Vedic ritual. A framework that includes the entire ritual, is established by the nyāsa, the evocation of the god in meditation at the beginning of the ritual and the identification of his body parts with those of the priest, and upon completion, the god's sending off. The Agnihotrins thus seem to belong to the third subgroup. All marriages take place among these five subgroups, nowadays often also outside of town (for example, in Bhaktapur), since the 100 Rājopādhyāya families are divided in just 3 gotras, and have trouble to find brides for their young men. The gotras are: Bhāradvāja, Gārgya, Śāṇḍilya.
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The Pūrbe, to whom the other three Agnihotrins (of Paśupati, etc.) belong, came from areas to the east, some clearly from Bengal. 73 After the conquest of the valley by the Gorkhas (1768/69), they could outflank the Rājopādhyāyas and they supplied the Rājagurus from them onward, up to the Rāṇās. Both groups therefore were in close contact with the respective dynasty. This also applies to the priests who perform the Agnihotra. It has already been mentioned that an old witness of the Agnihotra in Nepal, a fragmentary inscription, is found very close to the old palace of Bhaktapur. Also, the legends about the creation of the first Agnikuṇḍa of Patan and of the Agnihotra unequivocally prove a relationship with the palace. Śaṅkaradeva founded both the temple of his (actually, already the Licchavi kings') kuladevatā, Tāraṇīdevī, at Hanuman Dhoka and at the Patan Agnikuṇḍa.
In The disappearance of royal patronage and support could not remain without consequence at Patan. First, the Agnihotris must have been secure enough due to their family possessions and the Guṭhī; in the long run, however, they were at disadvantage in social position and also financially. It is likely that the Agnihotrins then had a brilliant idea: they sought support from among the population of Patan. So far, it was merely stated in the MS of 1601 CE: prajā sukhinaḥ santu etc.; now it became normal that people appeared at the temple at least once per year, on one's birthday, with horoscope and pūjā gifts, and asked to pray for good fortune in the coming year.
However, one is not restricted to this: even today women (but few men) still come to the Agni temple with Pūjā gifts. The Agniśālā, the space of an originally private (or royal) Vedic sacrifice has become a popular Agni temple. Incidentally, this can already be recognized in its external form. It is not one of the usual pagoda style temples with a cella at its center but a dyocheṃ, a "god's house" in its real meaning; only the temples of some popular gods have this form. We actually witness the Vedic god Agni experiencing a secondary flowering, which can be gauged from the constant influx of women appearing for his pūjā. Every morning there are some 20-50 of them. Certainly, Agni is not as popular like, e.g., the Maru Gaṇeś of Kathmandu, but he also is not a "private god" (as in the Paśupatināth, Thamel, Kumārīgal Agnihotras). It is also important that the visiting women do not worship his iconic form above the entrance on the lower end of the toraṇa, as is often the case (for example, the deity figures at Suvarṇadhoka, Bhaktapur). Rather, they worship the aniconic Agni --the Āhavanīya fire. Here, probably the only place in Indian culture, Agni is still a living god, just as, probably quite secondarily, Mitrāvaruṇa. How far Vedic ideas can sometimes penetrate again is seen in the idea of Agni as "growing inside his house" (RV 1.1.8). 
